Assessment of cognitive functions in severely paralysed and severely brain-damaged patients: neuropsychological and electrophysiological methods.
A systematic neuropsychological assessment technique is described for use with severely physically disabled individuals, possibly with combined motor and cognitive disorders. Target neurological conditions may be, e.g., an incomplete locked-in state, a minimally conscious state, or severe combinations of paralysis, agnosia, and apraxia. Neuropsychological assessment in these patients is difficult, because standard neuropsychological tests require fast motor responses, which can be manual, verbal, or both. To assess the cognitive status of patients with residual motor function, tests have been applied that can be answered by a binary (yes/no) signal and whose outcomes were not based on reaction times. Further, a battery of neurophysiological examination procedures based on event-related brain potentials has been developed. These procedures can be performed directly at a patient's bedside (at home or in a hospital) and applied for assessment of cognitive functions even in patients without residual motor function.